Hijab, the Islamic cover for women has become one of the most contested arenas both amongst Muslim women and between Muslim and non-Muslim women. This paper seeks to uncover some of the imbedded assumptions made by protagonists on both sides of this argument and suggest that such views result in all If we glance over the 20 th century experiences of many Muslim women in the Middle East we note an early and fierce opposition to the hijab dating from the previous century and continuing throughout to an equally fierce defence of the hijab in the 21 st century. To gain an understanding of the problems we need to separate out imposed dress code regulations, such as those imposed by the Iranian and Saudi governments, from elected one such as the choice to wear the hijab in the West. We also must separate out the latter from the constructed images of an oppressed submissive Muslim women forced, not only by the laws of the land but by the regulation of her community and king group to cover to satisfy the honour of ever jealous and vigilant menfolk .
It is the contention of this paper that the latter generalisation mirrors 19 th century discussion about the exotic harem ladies of pleasure forever doing the belly dance and offering their bodies to a replete Pasha; something that was not rooted in reality then and is not now. However the new climate of Islamaphobia has otherised the Muslims in general and Muslim women in particular in a way that exemplifies aspects of what Edward Said termed Orientalism.
Orientalism
Edward Said (1978) coined the word Orientalism to analyse the way that Western scholarship reflected a distorted image of the East. He argued that the work of imperialists, though rigorous in many ways, was rooted in the limitations of their experiences of the East. They used these to construct "an accepted grid for filtering through the Orient into Western consciousness" (Said 1995: 5-6 .)
The Orient was seen as essentially ancient, exotic and absurd; the land of despots and mystics; populated by a backward population of supine men and subordinated and silent women. Life experiences in general and those of women in particular were assumed to have been fundamentally different, not only in terms of faith and culture but also and particularly in terms of intellectual calibre. It was assumed that the Oriental mind was distinct and different from that of the Occident. This is not merely a historical view on the 11th of November 2006 as part of "Any Answers" a caller told Jonathan Dimbelby that his experience of living in the Middle East for 10 years has taught him that Muslims were simply not equipped intellectually to consider their own positions. They blindly followed their religious leaders did not have the ability to think for themselves and could not be trusted to do so! Such processes of otherising were categorise the oriental as members of "a subject race", (Said 1995: 206- 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 The fears engendered by Islamaphobia have led to political backlash on both sides and can play into the politics of groups such 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 
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